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Abstract 
Late 19th century Russia grappled with the “woman question,” or the proper role of 
women in society. Vera Zasulich, quite literally, shot herself into this conversation by firing 
upon General F.F. Trepov in 1878. However, the existing literature has not adequately addressed 
the political career which Zasulich made for herself amongst socialist giants like Georgy 
Plekhanov and Vladimir Lenin, and has not attempted to do so since 1984. This thesis addresses 
the issue of Zasulich’s political development in the 1880s, 1890s and early 1900s with special 
attention to her growth as a political thinker as she wove her ideas through the stages of 
populism, Marxism, and socialism. Specifically examined are her journal articles, letters, and 
memoirs in order to show her thought process, understandings, and sometimes conflation of 
these principles. This thesis juxtaposes her ideas with those of Marx, Engels, Plekhanov, and 
Lenin—who were each arguably political geniuses in their own right—in order to reveal the 
connections and disparities between them. In her writings, one can see that Zasulich never fully 
places herself in one political camp. For her, her experience in politics was somewhat fluid, and 
was much more about maintaining alliances and friendships in order to hold the socialist party 
together. I argue that while Zasulich might not have ever fully represented the concepts of 
populism, Marxism, and socialism, she did add a level of humanity and moralism to these 
principles which gave the public a way to apply these political ideas to their real lives and in 
essence created her own brand of socialism. In fact, I argue that the most interesting trait of 
Zasulich is that she was not genius political theorist like Plekhanov and Lenin. She was certainly 
an intellectual individual and was highly respected by her comrades for her contributions to the 
party, but for the most part she was an average member of the socialist party. Zasulich is an 
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example of an average socialist who was able to garner the respect of and hold her own amongst 
the political giants of her day.  
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Introduction 
In the year 1878, Vera Zasulich shot herself into the pages of history, and nearly every 
newspaper headline world-wide, by firing upon General F.F. Trepov, the tyrant governor of St. 
Petersburg. In July 1877, for the crime of failing to remove his hat in the presence of the 
governor, Trepov ordered a political prisoner, Alexei Bogoliubov, to be flogged. Both the public 
and revolutionaries alike were outraged by this inhumane act of injustice. Zasulich decided that 
something had to be done in order to awaken the public from their long and passive slumber 
ruled by the autocracy. Having waited until the end of the Trial of the 193, so as to not put her 
narodnik (populist) comrades at risk, Zasulich set out to meet Trepov with retribution.  
On January 24, 1878, Zasulich met with Trepov in his office for a fake appointment to 
submit a petition. While Trepov was preoccupied with her request, she shot him in plain view of 
the rest of his staff and other petitioners. Her shot was not fatal, but believing that she would 
become a martyr for the cause, she dropped her gun and allowed herself to be arrested expecting 
a full trial and conviction for attempted murder. While she would later rail against the use of 
terror and violence, Zasulich, as many scholars argue, shot the age of violent revolutionary 
activity into motion.  
*** 
The youngest of three daughters, Zasulich was born into a poor land-owning family in 
1849. Like the children of many upper-class families of the time, who were able to attend school 
and were able to read the popular anti-tsarist material, Zasulich and her older sisters would 
involve themselves in the radical movement. Her father died in 1852 and her mother proved 
incapable of managing the children on a small income. Because of this, Zasulich was sent to live 
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with wealthier relatives in Biakolovo who were able to send her to school in order to learn the 
necessary skills to become a governess.1   
Zasulich finished school at the age of seventeen and, wishing to escape the typical 
governess life that had been planned for her, she moved to St. Petersburg. There she found a job 
as a clerk and immediately immersed herself into the radical student movement which was at its 
height in St. Petersburg in the 1860s. She began to help in a bookbinding facility and taught 
literacy classes for workers. Teaching the illiterate masses of workers would be a prevalent 
theme for Zasulich for the remainder of her years. It was not long until Zasulich became 
acquainted with the most important student organizer of her time, Sergei Nechaev. Nechaev 
professed his love for Zasulich and she immediately rejected him having only just met him. 
Later, Nechaev entrusted Zasulich to receive mail for him while away from the city. Having 
become part of his circle, it would be this relationship with Nechaev that ultimately led to 
Zasulich’s arrest in 1869. She was imprisoned for four years, simply by association, and 
eventually exiled.2 
Exile transformed Zasulich into a hardened revolutionary. In Kharkov, she joined a 
militant Bakuninist group called the Kievan Insurgents and spent the next few years working 
with the narodniki “going to the people.” During this time she helped with her first underground 
revolutionary press. Zasulich made an impression upon the revolutionary people long before her 
attempted assassination, but it was the attempted murder of General Trepov that gave her a claim 
to fame and made her a female idol for the cause both in Russia and abroad with other 
revolutionary groups. Zasulich made herself a heroine of terror. But was that all she achieved in 
                                                          
1 Barbara Alpern Engel and Clifford N. Rosenthal, Five Sisters: Women Against the Tsar, (DeKalb: Northern 
University Press, 2013), 61.  
2 Anne Johnson-Scepansky, “Vera Ivanovna Zasulich: From Revolutionary Terror to Scientific Marxism” (PhD 
diss., The George Washington University, 1974), 413.  
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life? Did Zasulich remain a hardened enemy of the Tsar, or did she evolve into someone less 
physical and more intellectual? 
Much has been written on her attempted assassination and her astonishing court case, in 
which she was acquitted for her crime by a sympathetic jury. Much has also been written on her, 
and many other revolutionaries of her time, in relation to what inspired her to commit her act of 
terror including the literary influences of authors like Chernyshevsky, the fever of Christ-like 
martyrdom, and her isolated childhood. Because of this, Zasulich is almost singularly 
remembered for her violent act of terror; as a mad woman with a smoking gun.  
While not much has been published recently on the life of Vera Zasulich, the most recent 
book published on the life of Zasulich, Ana Siljak’s Angel of Vengeance: The Girl Who Shot the 
Governor of St. Petersburg and Sparked the Age of Assassination, has made a return to the 
fanaticism and sensationalism that surrounds most of the research done on Zasulich. These works 
usually end with her acquittal in the Trial of the 193 and her influence on violent populist groups 
like Narodnaia Volia (The People’s Will), who took her acquittal as a sign from the people of 
Russian society that terrorism was a useful means of propaganda which would be tolerated in the 
fight against the oppressive, tsarist state.3 These works often sensationalize Zasulich’s act of 
violence and rarely, if ever, look to her later work in the realm of politics. They rarely, if ever, 
look to her arguments against the use of violence which she rejected, but for one instance in 
1902, for the rest of her life. From this body of literature, one would assume that Zasulich’s 
career ended after her acquittal.4  
 Three biographical works have been written on Zasulich. The first, and most monumental 
of the three, was written by Jay Bergman. Bergman stated in his introduction that “[c]ompared 
                                                          
3 Ana Siljak, Angel of Vengeance: The Girl Who Shot the Governor of St. Petersburg and Sparked the Age of 
Assassination, (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2008).  
4 Scepansky, “Vera Ivanovna Zasulich,” 418.  
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with Lenin or Plekhanov or Martov, Zasulich is a relatively minor figure, and there is nothing in 
the pages which follow to suggest that this estimation of her significance should be revised. Her 
attempts at theoretical analysis were mostly amateurish, and her skills as a revolutionary agitator 
were very nearly nonexistent.”5 In the opening of Bergman’s article, “The Political Thought of 
Vera Zasulich,” written four years prior to Zasulich’s biography, he argued the same point but  
went further to state that “[h]er political thought is not without originality or interest, however, 
and an examination of her ideas reveals how radical dogma equating poverty and virtue was able 
to fascinate Russian intelligenty possessed by an altruism which demanded that the affluent and 
educated help redistribute the material and intellectual resources of society.”6 Having considered 
both of these works by Bergman, the language he uses suggests that his arguments for Zasulich 
not having made an impactful contribution to the realm of political thought and socialism was 
due to her gender. While her contributions were much more subtle than her political theorist 
comrades, her impact in the revolutionary movement was immense and inspired many to join the 
cause, even if it was due to her act of violence and not due to her translations of works by Marx, 
her ideas on what the socialist party should be, and her ideas on what a socialist future should 
look like.  
 While Bergman certainly published the most widely cited biography of Zasulich, his was 
not the first to be written. First published as her dissertation, Anne Johnson-Scepansky’s work 
Vera Ivanovna Zasulich: From Revolutionary Terror to Scientific Marxism traced the evolution 
of Zasulich’s political thought. She stated that her purpose in writing was to “…view the Russian 
revolutionary movement from the 1860s to 1919 [the year of Zasulich’s death] in so far as 
possible through the eyes of Vera Zasulich and to describe and to evaluate her role in these 
                                                          
5 Jay Bergman, Vera Zasulich: A Biography (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1983), vii.  
6 Jay Bergman, “The Political Thought of Vera Zasulich,” Slavic Review, Vol. 38, No. 2 (Jun, 1979): 243.  
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momentous events.”7 In her conclusion, Scepansky argued that Zasulich had an integral role in 
the political formulation of Russian “scientific socialism”: It was she who by her presence at 
each successive stage of the movement provided the human link in the chain of events leading to 
the culmination of that movement. An intellectual history of the Russian revolutionary 
movement is incomplete without her. She represents continuity in the mainstream of that 
movement.”8 In the realm of Marxism, Scepansky agreed with Bergman on the topic of the 
interesting nature of Zasulich’s politics: “Zasulich humanized and enlivened Marxism, which she 
was able to accept because it enshrined her most fundamental beliefs: the injustice of human 
exploitation and oppression and, implied therein, the equality of individual human lives which 
are equally deserving of the product of their labor and of human dignity.”9 In her ability to 
enliven Marxism with moralism and humanism, she formulated her own brand of Marxism. In 
her articles, her specific understanding of Marxism allowed Zasulich to demonstrate the 
relevance of these theories to her readers and showed them how these theories should be 
implemented in their own lives.  
 A decade after Scepansky, and one year after Bergman’s initial article on the topic of 
Zasulich’s politics, Evelyn Meincke’s dissertation “Vera Ivanovna Zasulich: A Political Life,” 
was published. Meincke, too, disagreed with Bergman’s notion that Zasulich had such a minor 
and insignificant role in the revolutionary era. As correspondent to Marx and Engels, translator 
of works by Marx, and as a political opponent to Lenin, Meincke stated that “there are few 
individuals in the movement more deserving of purposeful analysis, or more in need of it.” 
Meincke sought to “…describe [Zasulich’s] life and times, examine her political ideas through 
her writings, and appraise her impact on the Russia revolutionary movement for fully half a 
                                                          
7 Scepansky, “Vera Ivanovna Zasulich,” 3.   
8 Scepansky, “Vera Ivanovna Zasulich,” 410.  
9 Scepansky, “Vera Ivanovna Zasulich,” 424.  
6 
  
century.”10 However, within her conclusion, Meincke sided with Bergman on the stance that 
Zasulich was “neither a political strategist nor tactician, [she] shone as a critical thinker, 
defending Marxism as she did righteous battle with the opposition, whether narodnik, liberal, 
Economist, Socialist Revolutionary, or Bolshevik.”11  
The primary resources considered in this study include Zasulich’s memoirs, collected and 
translated by Barbara Engel and Clifford Rosenthal in Five Sisters: Women Against the Tsar.12 
Also considered in this study are many of Zasulich’s articles, available in Zasulich’s native 
Russian spanning the years between 1890 and 1906. Many of the sources drawn from for this 
research can be found in volume two of her Sbornik” Statei. Three of her articles, published in 
1897 in the British newspaper Justice while she lived in London, on the topic of strikes are 
available in English and archived at www.marxists.org, along with her correspondences with 
Karl Marx in 1881. This thesis juxtaposes the ideas of an average socialist, Vera Zasulich, 
against those of political theorists of the socialist party, Georgy Plekhanov and Vladimir Lenin, 
in order to reveal the connections and disparities between them. Also examined in this thesis are 
the works of Karl Marx and Frederick Engels whom Zasulich draws upon in her writings when 
referring to Marxist thought, and the works of Georgy Plekhanov and Vladimir Lenin who 
influenced, but did not wholly shape, her idea of a socialist party and socialist society.   
This thesis addresses the issue of Zasulich’s political development in the 1880s and 90s 
with special attention to her involvement with populism, Marxism, and her idea of a socialist 
party and her conception of a future socialist society. Her involvement with populism broadened 
her ideas on the general good and individualism. These ideas would influence her thinking in 
                                                          
10 Evelyn Meincke, “Vera Ivanovna Zasulich: A Political Life,” (PhD diss., State University of New York at 
Binghamton, 1984), v.  
11 Meincke, “A Political Life,” 627.  
12 Engel and Rosenthal, Five Sisters.  
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terms of her later involvement with Marxism and offered Russian society at large a way to obtain 
true individual happiness and satisfaction by way of making sure the needs of the many 
outweighed the needs of the few. In terms of Marxism, Zasulich believed that the socialist future 
could only be achieved by a fully conscious, well informed proletariat who conclude that 
revolution would be the only path to salvation from the Tsarist state. To her, the intelligentsia 
were only meant to lead the proletariat to the revolution, not start it themselves. This was a point 
of contention between Zasulich and Lenin, and for a short period with her comrade Plekhanov as 
well.  
As a Marxist Vera Zasulich never declared herself a feminist during her life time, 
however, it would appear that her cry for equality among all men included equality for women. 
In her memoir’s Zasulich wrote that “the distant specter of revolution appeared, making me 
equal to a boy; I, too, could dream of ‘action,’ of ‘exploits,’ and of the ‘great struggle.’ . . .  I too 
could join ‘those who perished for the great cause of love.’”13 While her story was not one about 
gender, Zasulich did heed the call of the “woman question” and replied as an equal amongst 
men, not by shouting for women’s rights, but by fighting in the name of an equal, moral, socialist 
future where the needs of the many would be met, and the wants of the individual would subside. 
  
                                                          
13 Vera Zasulich […] in Barbara Alpern Engel, Five Sisters: Women Against the Tsar, (DeKalb: Northern Illinois 
University Press, 2013), 69.  
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Chapter I: The Populist 
 The political career of Vera Zasulich began long before she transitioned into Marxist 
thinking, even further back than before she shot General F.F. Trepov. Zasulich began a career of 
revolutionary thinking after meeting the infamous Sergei Nechaev, who led a student movement 
towards an idea of revolution. This relationship eventually landed Zasulich in prison by 
association for two years and exile for another two years. Nechaev would eventually be caught in 
Zurich, after several escapes from the police and the eventual murder of a student named Ivan 
Ivanovich Ivanov, and was sentenced to life in prison in 1872 at Peter and Paul Fortress in St. 
Petersburg. After Zasulich’s stint in prison and exile, she found herself in Kharkov where she, 
like many revolutionary women of her age, entered medical school. She also joined a sect of 
Bakuninist populists called the Kievan Insurgents. While she did not participate in the actual 
“going to the people” as much as many of her populist brothers and sisters, she did express many 
of their ideas, which would later culminate in the attempted assassination of Trepov.14 While she 
did not hold onto any of the values which promoted the use of violence, after the shooting of 
Trepov and her trial, she did hold onto some of the values which populist socialists promoted. 
This chapter, Zasulich’s political ideas, indecision, and emotions are taken into account as this 
period of her life very much shaped who she became as a Marxist.  
Like many of her counterparts in the revolutionary cause, she had never encountered 
peasants like the ones the populist revolutionaries would “go to the people” to educate. She, 
being from a poor family of the noble class who couldn’t afford to keep her after her father died, 
considered herself among the poor. She stated, “I had witnessed none of the horrors of serfdom 
and had always considered myself one of the poor—at first against my will, with a feeling of 
deep resentment, and then, later, almost with pride. And when I was living well, I considered that 
                                                          
14 Meincke, “A Political Life,” 138.  
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my misfortune, not a privilege.”15 However, having been sent to her wealthier relatives in 
Biakolovo, she was sent, much to her dismay, to boarding school to become a governess. Such 
was the fate of many noble daughters of her generation. 
While Zasulich was a student at the Rhiel boarding school to become a governess, she 
made her first revolutionary contacts.16 She connected with a revolutionary circle involving N.A. 
Ishutin and D.V. Karakazov, the radical founders of the infamous group called Hell. Ishutin and 
Karakazov were eventually arrested when Karakazov made an attempt on Tsar Alexander II’s 
life in 1866. During this time Zasulich spent most of her time reading the popular authors among 
the young people of the student movement, including N.G. Chernyshevsky, N.A. Dobroliubov, 
P.L. Lavrov among others.17  
When she was 17 she attended classes on teaching language at the Alekseev teachers’ 
college on Vasilevsky Island. Having been invited to attend a meeting concerning pedagogy by 
her instructor, she and several other students debated. In her memoirs Zasulich reminisced that 
These teachers were very young, no older than I. They hadn’t seemed especially 
smart to me before, and from the conversations they struck up, I could see that 
they knew very little, even less than I did. So my shyness quickly disappeared, 
and I began to interrupt—successfully, it turned out. They listened to me and the 
majority took my side. Someone suggested that we read books on pedagogy; 
someone else, sitting on the bed, raised an objection to this and I took his side. 
The advocates of pedagogical reading were quickly defeated. . . . What to read 
then? Everyone grew quiet for a moment. I began to name thing I thought 
worthwhile . . . Every book I mentioned met the complete approval of the teacher 
and the new fellow sitting on the bed.18  
 
In this meeting of young minds Zasulich found her voice in the form of debate. The man 
Zasulich referred to in this passage of her memoirs was Sergei Nechaev, the man who would 
                                                          
15 Zasulich, […], 70.  
16 Meinke, “A Political Life,” 17-18.  
17 Scepansky, “Vera Ivanovna Zasulich,” 14.  
18 Zasulich, […], 72.  
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integrate Zasulich into the realm of nihilist and revolutionary thinking and into the Imperial 
Russian prison system.  
 Sergei Nechaev was a revolutionary who was associated with the nihilist movement and 
saw Bakunin as the authentic voice of the Russian youth. He pursued revolution by any means 
necessary and used students as his revolutionary army. He orchestrated several student riots in 
St. Petersburg. Zasulich commented on the student riots which led to arrests and exile of almost 
one hundred students from St. Petersburg: “I don’t remember how it all began, but I recall that 
the students were divided into two camps: the ‘moderates,’ and the ‘radicals’ led by Nechaev. 
The moderates were in the majority, but the two groups together constituted only a small 
minority of the student population. There were about three hundred activists, made up of first 
and second-year students at the university, the medical school, and the technical and agricultural 
academies of St. Petersburg.”19 
Zasulich attended a gathering at Anna Tomilova’s house wherein Nechaev dropped by to 
discuss a student led revolution with Zasulich. After telling him a student led revolution was 
unlikely, she considered her dreams of participation: “I could imagine no greater pleasure than 
serving the revolution. I had dared only to dream of it, and yet now he was saying that he wanted 
to recruit me . . . And what did I know of ‘the people’?” Nechaev asked Zasulich to go abroad 
with him by declaring that he was in love with her.20 Zasulich, not believing that Nechaev could 
have fallen for her so quickly and understanding that Nechaev was immensely manipulative, 
refused both is offer of love and his offer to go abroad. She thought to herself that, surely, 
Nechaev only wanted her to come abroad with him to use her skills in languages.  
                                                          
19 Zasulich, […], 72-3.  
20 Zasulich, […], 73.  
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After leaving the room to collect himself, having been shot down by Zasulich, Nechaev 
asked for her address in order to help with the revolutionary cause. She said she would not refuse 
him this information as: “I really know very little and I want so much to do something for the 
cause. I don’t believe that what you’re doing will produce a revolution, but on the other hand, I 
don’t know of any other way either. After all, I’m not doing anything right now, and I’d be 
happy to help in any way I can.”21 This was her very first conversation about joining the 
revolution. From this point forward, Zasulich would receive mail from Nechaev to be delivered 
to other revolutionaries in the cause.  
Zasulich would later disparage Nechaev, after having been jailed and exiled for 
association with him and after his involvement in the murder of student Ivan Ivanovich Ivanov. 
Because of this she would wholly refute his concept of the revolutionary person. She stated that 
“[a]ccording to the percepts of Nechaev’s Catechism, a revolutionary was a doomed man: there 
was no love, no friendship, no joy for him, only revolutionary passion. There was no morality for 
a revolutionary outside of service to the cause. Everything that aided the revolution was moral; 
everything that hindered it was immoral.”22 While Zasulich certainly expressed the revolutionary 
passion that was necessary to aid in the overthrowing of the Russian autocracy, she did not agree 
with Nechaev’s assessment of the doomed revolutionary. In several of her later works she would 
go on to explain that a socialist society built by the constructs of Marxism would be made of 
people who were inherently moral. These people would shed themselves of individual desires in 
the aim of producing a greater good for the whole of society. She also built and kept friendships 
within every party she ever took part in. These relationships she maintained were the bedrock of 
building support for many initiatives including the Emancipation for Labor group. Zasulich 
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certainly would not agree with the Machiavellian approach Nechaev used to attempt to begin a 
revolution. During this period, Zasulich wasn’t even positive a revolution could ever be 
achieved.  
Zasulich, having agreed to receive letters addressed to other people after turning Nechaev 
down in his false profession of love to her, had a final surprise visit from Nechaev. He arrived 
with a package commanding Zasulich to hide it for him. This was the last time she claimed to 
have seen him. Keeping this parcel in safe-keeping for him and receiving letters to her address, 
eventually one of the letters she was to receive fell into the hands of the police and Zasulich, 
along with many of her friends, was arrested for association with Nechaev in 1869. 
Zasulich and her mother, knowing that the police were after them, decided to move to 
Moscow. On April 30th, 1869 they gathered their belongings from their small apartment in St. 
Petersburg and boarded a train bound for Moscow. Upon arrival at the station in Moscow, 
Zasulich and her mother were taken into custody. They spent the night in the police station, and 
the next day two gendarmes took them back to the Third section of St. Petersburg. Zasulich’s 
mother was released, but she was taken to Litovsk Castle where she remained for a little more 
than a year. During the first week of her confinement an officer asked Zasulich for testimony 
which would determine whether she would be liberated or not, or so he said. She refused to 
comment on anything. After that the authorities refused to question Zasulich again for a year. 
She thought that she had been forgotten. In May of 1870 Zasulich was transferred to Peter and 
Paul Fortress. There the gendarmes questioned her again on her involvement with Nechaev. In 
March 1871, Zasulich was finally released. However, her freedom was very short lived as she 
was re-arrested ten days later and placed in a deportation prison.23 
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The reason for Zasulich’s imprisonment and eventual exile in the Nechaev affair involved 
a person named Orlov who exposed under interrogation that after Nechaev departed for other 
lands, that Nechaev wrote letters addressed to Zasulich, that she was often in company with 
fellow revolutionary Tomilova, and that in the spring of 1869 students often gathered in her 
apartment to discuss methods of ridding themselves of the tsar. This information was apparently 
confirmed by the owners of the apartment where Zasulich and her mother lived. They claimed to 
have heard Zasulich’s mother say that the students who met there talked about creating a 
republic in Russia and banishing the tsar to some far corner in Siberia. To this accusation, 
Zasulich replied that while she did receive and distribute letters for Nechaev, she had only 
received one letter for Orlov and that she had never thought of harming the tsar.24 
After serving her time, she was exiled to the north where she lived for another two years.  
Exile was not easy though. She was sent to Kresttsy, a work settlement in the Novgorod oblast, 
and upon her arrival she was taken to the district police officer who made her report to him every 
Saturday. She was turned loose with next to nothing, and worse, no contacts in the area. In June 
1871, thanks to a petition her mother submitted, Zasulich was transferred to Tver to live with her 
older sister E.I. Nikiforova, and brother-in-law, Lev Nikiforov, There she worked as a teacher. 
However, her sister and brother-in-law were also involved in revolutionary activity and 
suspected by local police of illegal activity. Zasulich’s brother-in-law was soon arrested on 
suspicion of distributing banned books to seminarists. When this happened the police also 
arrested Zasulich and took her to St. Petersburg for questioning about the seminarists. She was 
detained for a time and in December 1873 the authorities moved her to Kharkov. She remained 
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there until September 1875 always under the surveillance of the police and not allowed the right 
to leave.25 
In 1875, Zasulich was finally set free from exile. She, like many radical women of her 
time, enrolled herself in medical courses in Kharkov. No longer associating herself with 
Nechaev, she joined the radical group of buntari known as the Kievan Insurgents. Following the 
teachings of anarchist Bakunin, the Insurgents were a close group of friends and also members of 
a tight revolutionary circle who involved themselves in dangerous revolutionary activity. Their 
philosophy was difficult to uncover as they absolutely abstained from exposing their ideology or 
plans on paper so as not to be conspired against from outside or within the circle. They based 
their views on writings of older revolutionaries and on underground émigré literature. They 
worked and lived among the peasants of villages within the region, trying to spread their 
ideology amongst the people. However, these populists learned from short stays in peasant 
villages that the insurrectionary bent of the peasants was not an impressive one. The buntari 
believed in a biological analogy: “… just as the powers and abilities of an organism are 
developed by exercise, so the whole people are prepared for revolution only through a similar 
application of revolutionary feelings and abilities.”26 
The Kievan Insurgents believed that uprisings among the village peasants were to be attempted 
constantly. Although they might be flattened many times, if on the final try the peasants 
supported the insurrection, and it became a theme among other villages, the sacrifices made 
would be rewarded in the end. The ultimate objective for the buntari was, like other socialist 
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groups, the abolition of private property and the collective ownership of the means of 
production.27  
During her time with the Kievan Insurgents, Zasulich met Lev Deich. He described her 
disposition and appearance as one that stood out by not trying to stand out: “In her whole 
behavior, in her treatment of others, and particularly in her discourse, her unusual sincerity and 
simplicity were striking. The striving to stand out, to attract attention, were completely absent—
she tried, on the contrary, to remain unnoticed, although, according to her mental development—
especially considering how well-read she was—‘Marfusha’ unquestionably stood higher than all 
the rest of the buntars.”28 Zasulich, during her time with the populists, played a minor role, for 
the most part, cooking, cleaning, and playing housewife to Michael Frolenko earning her the 
nickname Marfusha.29 
However, Zasulich, long before her renouncing of violence, was described by her 
pseudo-husband Frolenko, as someone who “much preferred shooting to cooking and cleaning. 
Being, in essence, a person ‘capable of any exploit,’. . . she and Marusia Kovalevskaia demanded 
that women be allowed to join the cavalry detachment just being planned by the buntars, and 
scarcely for show: it would be expected to excite insurrection in the villages, destroy government 
institutions, seize the landowners’ land and distribute it to the peasants, and conduct partisan 
struggle with government troops.”30 Once again, Zasulich and her comrade Kovalevskaia 
demanded equal rights for women by asserting that women be allowed to physically fight 
alongside men to incite insurrections, destroy institutions, and seize land in the name of the 
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people. However, Zasulich did not remain with the buntari long as she did not find life and work 
with the peasants suitable to her wants and needs as a revolutionary. 
In 1876 Zasulich returned to St. Petersburg and began to work at an illegal printing press. 
It was during her time there that she heard about the unjust beating of Alexei Bogoliubov. “There 
was nothing to stop Trepov, or someone just as powerful as he, from repeating the same violence 
over and over. I resolved at that point, even if it cost my life, to prove that no one who abused a 
human being that way could be sure of getting away with it. I couldn’t find another way of 
drawing attention to what had happened. I saw no other way. . . . It’s terrible to have to lift a 
hand against another person, but I felt that it had to be done.”31 Zasulich’s attempt on Trepov’s 
life was the most defining feature of her life work. This was especially true because her trial 
resulted in a full acquittal due to a public trial and a sympathetic jury of peers. This information 
was distributed far and wide and soon Zasulich became and international heroine for the 
revolution and an example of how terror can prevail. Most scholars point to Zasulich as the 
literal smoking gun of the revolution, beginning the age of terror which was employed by many 
socialist leaning groups.  
After her attempt on Trepov’s life and acquittal Zasulich left Russia and sank into a deep 
depression. It was during this time that Zasulich was faced with the pressure of being an idol in 
the revolutionary cause, which was, for her, a nightmare. “I subsequently found myself among 
people who scarcely knew radicals, for whom I was something mysterious, unheard of. They 
were taking risks for my sake, sheltering me in their apartments. . . . despite everyone’s 
sympathy, I was lonelier than I had been in the House of Preliminary Detention.”32 While in 
hiding, after the reversal of her sentence, she was passed around several houses and apartments 
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of figures in the revolutionary movement. She soon found herself living at the apartment of a Dr. 
Veimar. There she roomed with Dmitry Klements who was an original member of the 
Tchaikovsky circle. Zasulich reminisced in her memoirs: “Klements talked about life abroad and 
about the Tchaikovsky circle, while I spoke about the Kievan Insurgents . . . We had in common 
the fact that neither of us was affiliated with any organization at that time.”33 Zasulich felt 
comfort in the company of Klements when she felt repulsed by and uncomfortable around most 
other revolutionaries during her depression. Klements invited Zasulich to go to Switzerland with 
him to go hiking in order to improve her mood. She agreed to go, but they waited for the arrival 
of Moishe Zundelevich and Sergei Kravchinsky before they left. Kravchinsky, having heard of 
Zasulich while he was abroad, was excited by meeting Zasulich. She recalled their meeting: 
“Through the prism of foreign newspapers and Sergei’s own imagination, my acquittal and the 
demonstration that followed it had seemed to him the start of the revolution. St. Petersburg had 
resumed its usual gloomy aspect long before he arrived, but Sergei did not allow this to alter his 
position: the city was still proving it could be a volcano or a bonfire, only covered superficially 
with ashes and ready to flare up at the first puff of wind.”34 To Kravchinsky, as to most other 
revolutionaries, Zasulich was an idol, a heroine to be held as proof that the revolution was 
coming to St. Petersburg. “At other times [Kravchinsky] would try to persuade us that Russian 
revolutionaries were all a select group of giants, born to lead.”35 Clearly, he believed that 
Zasulich was one of these giants. Kravchinsky was determined to help Zasulich relinquish her 
depression and regain her old fervor. He told his wife that “She’s a person who from morning till 
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night thinks only about which bough she’ll be hanging on. Nothing good can come of it, and I’m 
determined to use the mountains to cure her.”36 
While her mountain trekking guides were sure to make a leader out of Zasulich, she 
remained unsure of what her view on politics were.  
“We were obliged to stay in Geneva for a couple of weeks before we could get 
away to the mountains. . . . By this time, almost all the Russian emigres had 
become anarchists, with close ties to anarchist groups in Switzerland, Italy, and, 
to some extent, France. Everyone had assumed beforehand that I, too, would be 
an anarchist, and that when I arrived abroad the anarchists would benefit greatly 
from my sudden international notoriety. But at the time, my notion of anarchism 
was as vague as my notion of social democracy.”37 
 
Even after her work with nihilists, populists, socialists, and anarchists, Zasulich could not for 
certain decide what she believed in. She certainly didn’t trust her ‘vague’ notions of anarchy and 
social democracy.  
While Klements had originally left the subject of making Zasulich a revolutionary leader 
a null point, before arriving in Paris he tried to convince her to work with Parisian anarchists: “I 
know you well enough, but it would never occur to them that you’ve come to hate your fame so 
much it makes you gnash your teeth. The plan itself is innocent enough; given your fame, nine 
out of ten people would consent to it with pleasure.”38 To Zasulich, fame meant nothing if she 
didn’t have the knowledge and understanding to back up claims of understanding political 
ideologies. “When we’d finished with that plan, another rose to confront us: I must write an open 
letter against the German Social Democrats, putting them in their place. I don’t remember now 
exactly which paper was supposed to print the letter, but everyone expected it to be copied, 
quoted, and widely distributed.”39 This, Zasulich simply refused to do. She simply did not think 
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she could be a speaking authority on what the German Social Democrats did as a party. This had 
much less to do with her gender as it did with her feeling not educated on the subject matter well 
enough. In this situation, and many more years later, she simply did not want to misinterpret the 
politics of social democracy or anarchy for that matter. 
In the summer of 1879, Zasulich returned to Russia just as the group Land and Liberty 
(Zemlia i Volia) was splitting up. The party split into the People’s Will (Narodnaia Volia), who 
focused on assassination and terrorism as its primary means for political struggle, and the Black 
Repartition (Cherny Peredel’), which rejected the use of assassination. Having abandoned the 
principles that the People’s Will clung to, Zasulich joined the Black Repartition. She returned to 
Switzerland in 1880. By 1883, Zasulich, along with Georgy Plekhanov, Lev Deich, and Pavel 
Axel’rod, became a founding member of the Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group, 
the first Russian Marxist organization. In this group, she transitioned into the political thinking of 
a Marxist, but still held onto some populist values. Zasulich’s brand of Marxism was entirely her 
own.  
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Chapter 2: The Marxist 
Much like with her hesitation to make stand against the German Social Democrats during 
her time with Klements in Geneva, Vera Zasulich never wanted to convert to any existing form 
of Marxism having misinterpreted the writings of Karl Marx, namely Das Kapital, which the 
whole of Russian revolutionaries and radicals clung to after its translation into Russian by 
Nikolai Danielson in 1872. She, like in everything, was unsure of transitioning to Marxism at the 
behest of her former populist comrade Georgy Plekhanov. However, she remained open to the 
idea, and reached out to Marx in 1881 to address some concerns she had about applying Marxist 
principles in Imperial Russia. Still in a populist frame of mind, her questions refer to the length 
of time capitalism would take to root itself in Russia’s agrarian society and the possibility of 
skipping the capitalist stage altogether. After this letter exchange, she began to translate some of 
Marx’s works for the Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group and transitioned to her 
own brand of Marxism and promoted these ideas in the propaganda she wrote for the group in 
reaction to strikes in St. Petersburg and in response to the needs of the workers. Her shift from 
populism to Marxism was subtle because she held on to many of her own ideas involving 
populism, and maintained relationships with many of her former comrades in the populist 
regime.  
The most important document in terms of the Marxist movement within the revolutionary 
movement in Imperial Russia, and the one to which Zasulich responds in her letter to Marx, is 
Capital. The first volume was originally published in 1867 in German and was translated into 
Russian in 1872. This document transfixed the socialist leaning revolutionaries and gave several 
groups, including the Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group, the basis for their 
programs.  
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Marx stated that “[c]apital is only possible in a society, which produces commodities, in 
which circulation of commodities takes place, that trades. These are the historical prerequisites 
to generating capital. The modern history of capital begins with the creation of the modern 
world-commerce and world-market in the 16th century.”40 Having not considered Russia in his 
original ideas of economy, as he did not here, he mostly referred to London, England when 
talking about the growth of capitalism, a proletariat, working conditions, and the eventuality of a 
socialistic society.  
In a capitalist economy, Marx explained that in the capitalistic process of production, the 
capitalist or owner’s only concern was to attain surplus value: 
[The capitalist’s] aim is to manufacture commodities of higher value, than that of 
the necessary means of production and working power together; in short he wants 
a surplus value. The attainment of surplus value is really the only motive that 
incites the money owner to convert his money into capital, and to produce. . . . It 
is evident that surplus value can only be gained by plying the working-power in a 
higher degree, than the replacing of its value requires. Plainer: Surplus value 
arises from unpaid labor.41 
 
Marx explained that the owner of the commodity being produced does not care about the amount 
of work a laborer does, how much he is paid for it, and how many hours that laborer must toil, so 
long as in the end the owner receives a surplus value from the sale or trade of said commodity.  
 Specifically, in the Marxist propaganda produced for the Social-Democratic 
Emancipation of Labor Group in the late 1890s, Zasulich focused on the theme of hours in a 
work day for the laborer. Marx stated that “We must not only consider the physical, but also the 
moral conditions involved; not only, how much time does man need for sleeping, eating, 
washing, etc., but also what mental and social desires has he to satisfy, all of which is determined 
by the general state of civilization of a society. Nevertheless these boundaries of the working-day 
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were so elastic, that we find contemporaneous working-days of various duration, 8, 10, 12, 14, 
16, 18, and even more hours.”42 Zasulich would focus on the length of a work day in her 
propagandistic articles, published in the British, socialist newspaper Justice while she lived in 
London. But also a core theme in Zasulich’s thinking was Marx’s call to the more human 
element in the above statement. She found that the mental and social desires of the laborer as a 
whole were crucial to obtaining consciousness which would allow the class formation of the 
proletariat.  
 Marx thought that as the rate of capital growth grew within a capitalist society, the rate of 
misery for the laborer too would increase:  
It follows then, that in the same degree as capital grows, the condition of the 
laborer, whatever his pay may amount to (consequently also if an improvement 
takes place apparently), will grow worse. The law finally, which keeps the 
industrial reserve army in constant equilibrium with the extent and energy of the 
augmentation of capital, chains the laborer firmer to capital, than the pins of 
Vulcan fastened Prometheus to the rock. It requires an increase of misery 
corresponding to the increase of capital. The augmentation of capital on the one 
side, therefore, is at the same time an augmentation of misery, pain of toil, 
slavery, ignorance, brutalization and moral degradation on the other side i.e. on 
the side of that class, which creates its own product in the shape of capital.43 
 
Again, using industrialized England as his example, Marx thought that as the laborer received 
less in return for his work, his misery would increase and a dissolving process would begin 
concerning the relationship between the laborers and the owners.44 
At the same time the sum of misery, oppression, subjugation, degradation and 
exploitation grows, but, also the spirit of rebellion in the always swelling 
working-class, trained, united and organized by the very mechanism of the 
capitalistic mode of production. The privileges of capital now become fetters to 
the mode of production which has risen with them and through them. The 
concentration of the means of production and the socialization of labor arrive at a 
point where they become incompatible with their capitalistic frame.45 
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This spirit of rebellion was what Marx thought the proletariat needed in order to gain the rights 
necessary to live and to rid society of capitalistic private property. None of this is to say that 
Marx believed capitalism to be inherently bad. To him, it was simply a stage in the economic and 
societal movement of history. This also is not to say that Marx did not consider the human 
element of capitalism. Simply, capitalism was only to set the stage for socialism, and socialism 
would lead to the final stage of communism. 
 An important statement Marx makes in Capital refers to the length of time it takes a 
society to reach the capitalist stage when he said “The conversion of the scattered property into 
the capitalistic was a slow process, because it was the seizure of the property of the masses by a 
powerful few . . .”46 This slow process was one of the largest concerns Zasulich raised in her 
letter to Marx. There was a concern that, since Russia had not achieved capitalism and was still 
what Marx referred to as a feudal society, socialism might be an impossible endeavor. However, 
Marx also said that, “[t]he conversion of the capitalistic property into the socialistic (common) 
property will be more rapid, because this only means the removal of the powerful few (iron-
kings, cotton-knights, land-and factory-lords etc.,) by the people at large.”47 Many Russian 
revolutionaries thought that if the capitalist stage could be skipped, then a transition to socialism 
would be possible. In her letter, Zasulich also queried Marx on this possibility.  
  So if the economic and political situation of the agrarian society in Russia was so 
different than that of the economic and political situation of the capitalist West, was Marxism 
even a possibility in Russia? Marxism in Russia? Having corresponded with Zasulich in 1881, 
and other Russian socialists even earlier, Marx and Engels wrote a new preface to the Russian 
translation of The Communist Manifesto: 
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But in Russia we find, face to face with the rapidly developing capitalist swindle 
and bourgeois landed property, just beginning to develop, more than half the land 
owned in common by the peasants. Now the question is: can the Russian 
obshchina, though greatly undermined, yet a form of the primeval common 
ownership of land, pass directly to the higher form of communist common 
ownership? Or on the contrary, must it first pass through the same process of 
dissolution as constitutes the historical evolution of the West? . . . If the Russian 
Revolution becomes the signal for a proletarian revolution in the West, so that 
both complement each other, the present Russian common ownership of land may 
serve as the starting point for a communist development.48 
 
Being published 33 years after the original publication of Manifesto, Marx and Engels’ 
considerations of Russia evolved. Russia was now being considered in the ideology of Marxism. 
To be certain, Marx and Engels never stated that the stage of capitalism must be met before 
socialism was achieved. Russia was simply never considered in the scheme of Marxism before 
because it was not part of the West economically or socially. For the purposes of this research, 
what is important to understand is how Vera Zasulich understood Marxism, and how she shifted 
from populism to Marxism.  
As stated earlier, Capital was translated into Russian in 1872 by Nikolai Danielson and 
consumed by the intelligentsia. Many wondered if the principles of Marxism could apply to 
Russia, even though it had not begun to transition into a capitalist state. Russia remained, almost 
wholly an economically agrarian society. However, some, like Zasulich wondered if a working 
class could be created from the massive population of agrarian peasants, how long it would take 
for Russia to achieve the capitalist stage, or if this stage could be skipped entirely. In a letter 
dated 16 February, 1881, Zasulich confronted an aging Marx with these questions. She 
commented on the effect that his work Capital had on the populist intelligentsia and the 
socialists of Russia.  
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What you probably do not realize is the role which your Capital plays in our 
discussions on the agrarian question in Russia and our rural commune. You know 
better than anyone how urgent this question is in Russia. . . . But in my view, it is 
a life-and-death question above all for our socialist party. . . [T]he rural commune, 
freed of exorbitant tax demands, payment to the nobility and arbitrary 
administration, is capable of developing in a socialist direction, that is, gradually 
organizing its production and distribution on collectivist basis. In that case, the 
revolutionary socialist must devote all his strength to the liberation and 
development of the commune.49 
 
Here she showed her populist ideal of looking to the narod or people as the source of the 
proletariat which would be needed to move toward the revolution that would bring about the 
socialist stage of Marxism. In order to abolish private property detailed in the Manifesto and 
Capital, Zasulich adhered to the idea that the intelligentsia had to devote all of its energy toward 
the creation of a working class which would develop a society based on collectivism and life in 
the commune. These ideas, which many of the Russian intelligentsia believed to be true, suggest 
the notion that Russia could simply skip the slow process of converting to capitalism before 
transitioning into a socialist society.  
However, Zasulich also considered the other side of the coin. She remained unsure of the 
ability to quickly develop a proletarian class and merge straight into a socialist society.  
If, however, the commune is destined to perish, all that remains for the socialist, 
as such, is more or less ill-founded calculations as to how many decades it will 
take for the Russian peasant’s land to pass into the hands of the bourgeoisie, and 
how many centuries it will take for capitalism in Russia to reach something like 
the level of development already attained in Western Europe. . . . Nowadays, we 
often hear it said that the rural commune is an archaic form condemned to perish 
by history, scientific socialism and, in short, everything above debate.50  
 
Clearly, Zasulich understood the reasons why many argued that socialism could not be realized 
in the economically agrarian, politically tsarist, and industrially underdeveloped society of 
Russia. She urged Marx to answer her. “You would be doing us a very great favor if you were to 
                                                          
49 Vera Zasulich, “Letter from Vera Zasulich to Marx,” 16 Feb. 1881, 1.  
50 Zasulich, “Letter to Marx,” 1. 
26 
  
set forth your ideas on the possible fate of our rural commune, and on the theory that it is 
historically necessary for every country in the world to pass through all the phases of capitalist 
production.”51  
Marx replied to Zasulich on the topic of Marxism in Russia on 8 March, 1881. In his 
reply he quoted himself from the preface of the French edition of Capital: “At the heart of the 
capitalist system is a complete separation of … the producer from the means of production 
…[T]he expropriation of the agricultural producer is the basis of the whole process. Only in 
England has it been accomplished in a radical manner. . . . But all the other countries of Western 
Europe are following the same course.”52 There was no question that Russia was not considered 
part of Western Europe. Here the question of the Russian peasants was the most important. “In 
the case of the Russian peasants, however, their communal property would have to be 
transformed into private property.”53 Only after the transformation of peasant communal 
property into private property would the wheels be set in motion for Russia to enter an age of 
capitalism, then to be followed in the Marxist tradition to socialism by abolishing private 
property.  
Marx had not originally considered Russia in his original ideas on capitalism, socialism, 
and communism. Marx told Zasulich that if private property was achieved, then: 
The analysis in Capital therefore provides no reasons either for or against the 
vitality of the Russian commune. But the special study I have made of it, 
including search for original source material, has convinced me that the commune 
is the fulcrum for social regeneration in Russia. But in order that it might function 
as such, the harmful influences assailing it on all sides must first be eliminated, 
and it must then be assured the normal conditions for spontaneous development.54 
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While much needed to politically and economically change in Russia for the possibility of a 
socialist society to exist, in his response to Zasulich, he did not reject the notion that it was 
possible.  
 It is after her correspondence with Marx, and with a lot of prodding from her comrade 
Plekhanov, that Zasulich began to transition into Marxist thinking, albeit her own version of 
Marxist thinking influenced by her past experiences with radicalism and populism, and her own 
ideas of morality. Once she transitioned into a Marxist frame of mind, her writings began to 
reflect her personal understanding of Marxism and the role it should play in the lives of not only 
the proletariat but the intelligentsia as well. In her article “Revoliutsionery iz burzhuaznoi 
sredu,” published in Sotsial-demokrat in 1890, Zasulich applied the ideal relationship between 
bourgeois revolutionaries—which she considered herself and her comrades to be—and the 
workers, dating back to the age of republicanism in 1848: 
When republicans were revolutionaries, when, risking their freedom and their 
lives, they turned to the workers and participated with them in conversations, and 
lined up with the courts and on the barricades, they honestly thought of the 
workers as their comrades, and sincerely called them to a struggle that would 
benefit them both. At the same time, these bourgeois revolutionaries performed a 
service for the workers, stimulating in them an interest in things intellectual, 
forcing them to become aware of those ideas and those interests that the two 
classes held in common.55 
 
To her, this relationship between the workers and the revolutionaries had existed for more than 
four decades. Because of this, she could argue that the basis for bringing the proletariat into its 
stage of consciousness already existed and just needed to be pressed a little more until the 
workers could start the revolution. Zasulich quoted Marx: “[t]he economic emancipation of the 
people must be a matter for the workers themselves.”56  
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After a massive series of strikes in St. Petersburg in the 1890s, in a series of articles 
published in 1897 in the paper Justice (a weekly, socialist newspaper based out of London which 
began publishing in 1884) Zasulich used her understanding of Marxism to speak to the striking 
workers of Russian society and attempted to show these strikers how to apply the principles of 
Marxism to their lives in terms of demands they should explicitly fight for and in terms of 
language involving the consciousness of the working class. In the first of these articles, “The 
Russian Strikers,” on 30 January, 1897, Zasulich addressed the strikes which broke out in two 
factories in St. Petersburg on 2 January, 1897 
She described the strength of the workers, despite their working conditions.  
But, in spite of the hunger and arrests—the latter continued the whole autumn, 
1,600 men being involved—the strike had a most healthy influence on the 
working masses. They have become conscious of their strength, and an interest in 
the common cause and the position of their brethren abroad was created in such 
places where no one heretofore would have listened to the words of the more 
intelligent workers, the Social-Democrats. Immediately after the strike, it was 
firmly resolved to renew the struggle in case the principal demand be left 
unsatisfied.57 
 
Her language here is specifically Marxist and reflects the notion that the workers were gaining 
consciousness of their strength. Later she would describe this strength as one that is shared 
internationally and felt among all those who were among the proletariat.  
 She went on to consider the hardship these workers endured under the yoke of the 
repressive bourgeois class. “What expectations have these intrepid fighters for the right to have 
between the time of work and sleep three hours of leisure ‘as befits human beings’? What 
suffering have they to undergo! How quick, how great must be the help which the League for the 
Emancipation of the Working Class is asking through its friends living abroad, of their brethren, 
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the European proletariat!”58 Once the proletariat was freed from their suffering, Zasulich thought 
that their leisure time would be filled with bettering themselves and the rest of society, like Marx 
and Engels put forth in the Manifesto.  
The second article Zasulich submitted to the newspaper Justice, “International Notes, 
published 8 February, 1897, focused on the strikes at Maxwell’s factory. Again, Zasulich uses 
language to express the arousal of the working class and the needs of the working class to create 
a socialist society in which they would be able to devote time and energy to the betterment of all 
men. She quoted a worker from Maxwell’s factory: “At eight in the evening, after such a day, 
(from five in the morning till eight in the evening) of toil, without: taking time to rest or eat, they 
come in crowds to our evening school. You ought to see their faces, worn and very pale, but full 
of energy.”59 These workers, instead of taking a break from their labor, decided to educate 
themselves on their rights, politics, and economics.  
While Zasulich certainly thought that the will of the workers to be hungry for knowledge 
instead of rest and food was courageous, she also argued for the rights of workers to have a 
shorter work day. To her, the working conditions the working class endured was abhorrent. “To 
study after working fifteen hours certainly a great deal of energy is required, and this energy 
should be enough to force the Government that prevents the direct conflict between capital and 
labor to grant the demands of the workers, or to leave them free to combine and fight as seems 
good to them.”60 The tsarist government along with the bourgeois factory owners, in her mind, 
demanded far too much and left far too little for the working class. A shorter working day, and 
time to study at one’s own leisure was much of what Zasulich told the proletariat to fight for.  
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In the last installment of her articles published by Justice on the theme of striking, her 
article “The Working Class Movement in Russia,” published on 1 May, 1897 specifically 
detailed the demands that workers were to put forward to their bosses and factory owners. She 
also highlighted the fact that, within the Russian labor movement, strikers were able to speak for 
themselves.  
The Russian Labor movement is not at the present in the least antagonistic to the 
industrial interests of the country. On the contrary . . . workers demand—a shorter 
working day and higher wages—would compel the employers to cease the 
senseless competition now raging, a competition based upon fourteen hours’ day, 
and deductions from wages . . . and would force them to compete with each other 
by means of improved machinery, better methods of production, and a higher 
quality of goods—all of which would further the growth of capitalism. But the 
labor movement is antagonistic to autocracy, however modest its immediate 
demands.61 
 
Once again, Zasulich highlighted the theme of the bourgeois class demanding too many hours, 
too much work, and too much capital from the proletarian class, and yet not returning a fair 
socio-economic wage. For Zasulich, this was an immoral act. While capitalism would have room 
for development, the proletariat suffered. In Marxist terms, this meant that surely the proletariat 
was becoming conscious of its oppressor and would soon rebel, like Marx stated in Capital.  
Zasulich also spoke about censorship in mainstream newspapers. In reference to 
censorship in the newspapers for the great strike of the summer of 1897 Zasulich stated that “[i]t 
is not likely that this prohibition to speak of the strike was made with a view to sparing the 
feelings of our bourgeoisie, or our nobility, or our clergy; it was directed against the working-
class.”62 This language was clearly directed at the working class in hopes to agitate them further 
in their consciousness and toward her revolutionary comrades to help lead the laborers.  
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Zasulich also promoted the effectiveness of her party in spreading information to the 
masses. As a form of underground press, the Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group 
circulated pamphlets on the demands of the worker and their Marxists agenda.  
And yet it was in the working-class quarters that the leaflets of the “League of 
Struggle for the Emancipation of the Working Classes” had an immense 
circulation, not only among those directly involved, but among the workers in 
other industries. The strike, which did not exist for the ‘legal’ press, was the chief 
topic of discussion in the persecuted but free press of the proletariat. And the 
leaflets issued by the League certainly had more influence than any ordinary 
newspapers could have had, especially as the strike was known to be forbidden 
fruit. Then the workingmen began to like these leaflets, they had confidence in 
them; the whole population began to be familiar with those who could read it out, 
the contents to the illiterate. And so the strike became a matter of profound 
interest not only to the spinners and weavers themselves but to the entire 
proletariat of St. Petersburg and later on of Moscow.”63 
 
To Zasulich, the chief merit of the Social Democrats was their ability to spread information 
amongst the study groups of the working class by way of an illegal press. She proclaimed that 
each year the struggle of the proletariat grew, so did its thirst for knowledge about a future that 
supported their needs and desires.64 
The Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group made their name known and their 
power felt among not only the workers of these factories, but by the bourgeois owners. 
Everywhere they spread information they gained followers and enemies. “The League began its 
work by simply formulating all the demands and complaints of the employees, and then 
spreading broadcast these simple leaflets in the factories and, workshops that were more than 
ripe for them. These leaflets, setting forth the conditions of labor in this or the other factory, were 
usually written by the workers of the particular factory dealt with, or the facts were dictated by 
them.”65 These leaflets pointed out illegal abuses put upon the workers by the owners of 
                                                          
63 Zasulich, “Working Class Movement,” 12.  
64 Ibid, 12.  
65 Ibid, 12.  
32 
  
factories, formulated the minimum, direct demands to be made of the different trades within the 
working class, and promoted the idea that success within workplace could only be achieved by 
the working class itself. Zasulich stated that each pamphlet explicitly said that “[t]he working 
class has nothing to hope from anyone but itself; the workers cannot ameliorate their position 
except by energetic and combined efforts for its own interests.”66 
Zasulich argued for the formation of trade unions. She stated that “… if political liberty 
existed in Russia this mass movement would have resulted in the formation of powerful trade 
unions. . . . But, thanks to Tsardom, this trade union movement has assumed a clearly defined 
political character, and whatever the Government may now do, this movement will continue to 
determinedly oppose autocracy.”67 Within these articles, published by Justice, Zasulich spoke to 
the international masses of workers about their strength, their awakening, and about the demands 
she believed were essential to the proletariat in terms of being treated as human beings. As the 
Russian striking laborers were the subject of these articles, Zasulich meant to convey the 
progress and power of the Russian people to an international audience. Certainly, these kinds of 
articles, directed at the public, other political thinkers and theorists, do not contain specific 
discussions of Marxist theory but of concrete examples of what to fight for and of how Marxism 
should apply to them in terms of how the revolution was to be implemented. This does not mean 
that Zasulich did not engage in debates with other thinkers on definitions and ideas within 
Marxism.  
In 1906, Zasulich published an article in the paper Novyi Mir entitled “Elementy 
idealizma v sotsialisme.” In it she attacked the idealism and individualist arguments made by 
Nikolai Berdyaev, a former Marxist, Christian, anarchist, political philosopher, and his notion 
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that Marxism, as opposed to any form of individualism, lacked any sense of moralism. In fact, 
she argued against the idea that moralism was necessary at all so long as solidarity on the stance 
of the general good was met. 
Marxism has no official system of morality. But it is clear that Social Democrats 
and all those who struggle on behalf of the proletariat have one all-embracing 
moral demand: solidarity. Not doing anything contrary to the general good is the 
minimal demand of solidarity; doing everything one can for the general good, not 
sparing anything personal for it, if necessary, even dying for it, is the maximum. 
This is undoubtedly a utilitarian morality. What defines this demand is the general 
welfare, to which the fate of the individual is inextricably joined.”68 
 
To Zasulich, one could only truly experience individual happiness and satisfaction after the 
needs of the many were met. Only after an individual merged himself with the general good for 
the common revolutionary cause, would he feel whole. As she argued, this did not require 
individual morality, it required solidarity among the masses.  
Zasulich found morality in serving others. She expressed this view in language which 
involves economics, spirituality, and basic needs. She stated that in Marxism, 
[i]t is true that now there is just a little concern for beauty as there is for truth, for 
social interest, for friendship or life in the purely human meaning of this word. 
The market struggle, which absorbs all spiritual forces, pushes aside and perverts 
all the higher human needs. It perverts even the means of their satisfaction, 
overcrowding the market with substitutes for truth and beauty and all that which 
by their very essence the market struggles and valuations do not nurture and 
which can develop freely only above an economic level of existence which 
satisfies the lowest and most basic needs.”69 
 
It is not strange that Zasulich mentions spirituality in conversation involving Marxism because 
for Marxism to be practical for her it must somehow reflect a level of morality. It would appear 
that Zasulich attributed her idea of the needs of the many outweighing the needs of the few as the 
highest form of moralism and any form of individuality she considered to be immoral.  
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 Marx and Engels did not at first consider Russia when developing the ideals set out for 
the Communist Party in the Manifesto and Capital. However, after these works and ideas gained 
a large base of popularity in Russia, Zasulich reached out and asked if the impossible could 
become possible and how. Marx responded to the bold question that, indeed, if the peasant 
communes were transformed into private property and many other changes were made, then 
Russia might have had a chance at transitioning from essentially a feudalist society to a capitalist 
one in the successive theory of Marxism. Zasulich, after this conversation and prodding from 
Plekhanov, began another stage in her political evolution and helped, first the Social-Democratic 
Emancipation of Labor Group and then the Social Democrats, spread information on Marxism 
and demands for the working class proletarians by way of an illegal press, not to be censored by 
the tsarist government. Zasulich would continue into the twentieth century defending Marxism 
and defining it in a way that the masses could apply to their lives. The next chapter of this paper 
will focus on Zasulich’s idea of the socialist party and how this idea translated to her idea of 
what a socialist society should look like.  
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Chapter 3: The Socialist 
 Vera Zasulich made a transition from her brand of never fully established populism to her 
own brand of Marxism in 1883 during the final split from populist, terror using group Narodnaia 
Volia and the creation of the Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group, co-founded by 
herself, Georgy Plekhanov, and Pavel Axel’rod. Scepansky claims that “renouncing populism 
must have been a traumatic experience for Vera Zasulich, since she had so many close friends 
and acquaintances among the populist revolutionaries whose friendship was important to her, 
since her attempt on Trepov’s life had made an indelible imprint on the history of the terrorist 
struggle . . .”70 However, she, unlike Plekhanov and Aksel’rod, did not terminate her friendships 
with old populist comrades. She, unlike many other Russian revolutionaries, was capable of 
maintaining friendships with people who held different political views than her own.  
By helping establish the Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group, Zasulich 
became, as L.I. Aksel’rod said of her after her death, “a heroine of two of the most important 
stages in the development of the Russian revolutionary movement.”71 Here Axel’rod was 
referring to her attempt on Trepov’s life which began the age of terror and the formation of the 
Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group, which began the age of Russian Marxism. 
Zasulich was a political trend setter in pre-revolutionary Russia. The Social-Democratic 
Emancipation of Labor Group was successful in “making Marxism familiar and therefore more 
acceptable to the new generation of Russian young people by its dissemination of works which 
unremittingly criticized the old populist beliefs and applied Marxist theories to Russian 
reality.”72 The emphasis for the group was not to focus on the peasantry, like the populists had 
                                                          
70 Scepansky, “Vera Ivanovna Zasulich,” 206. 
71 L.I. Aksel’rod, “Pamiati Very Ivanovny Zasulich,” in Etiudy I vospominaniia (Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe 
izdatel’stvo, 1925), pp. 39-40.  
72 Scepansky, “Vera Ivanovna Zasulich,” 211.  
36 
  
previously, but to focus on the industrial proletariat much like the socialists in Western Europe. 
Once her transition to Marxism began and the work of the Social-Democratic Emancipation of 
Labor Group was developed, as discussed in the previous chapter, it was time to think of the 
future of a Russian socialist party and a future socialist society. These ideas would be developed 
later in a larger socialist organization and would include the ideas of these early Russian 
Marxists and a generation of younger Marxists including Vladimir Lenin and Yuliy Martov. 
What is relevant for this research is to uncover the ideas for a socialist society for the Social-
Democrats. More importantly, what were the ideas for a socialist society for Vera Zasulich? How 
did she differ from major political theorists in the party? Were these visions voiced in her 
articles, or does she simply allude to them in her texts?  
 To have a comparison of ideas of a socialist party and a socialist society for Zasulich, it is 
necessary to explain the views of the party leaders, Georgy Plekhanov and Vladimir Lenin. 
Zasulich’s intellectual comrades viewed the socialist party somewhat differently than she, but 
working with them, their ideas influenced her, especially in the case of her old comrade 
Plekhanov. What is important to note, and will be discussed later, is how her views, while 
certainly influenced by the party leaders, remained unique and purely her own.  
 Georgy Plekhanov, as previously mentioned, was one of the founders of the first Russian 
Marxist organizations, the Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group. His political career 
began while working with Narodnaia Volia for a short period of time, however, his views on 
which group was to lead the coming revolution differed from those of the populist group. 
Plekhanov focused his efforts toward the emerging proletariat rather than the emancipation of the 
peasantry. To Plekhanov, the socialist party was “the political expression of the urban proletariat 
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and a means by which the workers would gain a consciousness of their role within society.”73 
Plekhanov believed the notion that socialism could only be achieved through the proletariat 
based on the writings of Marx and Engels.  
 Plekhanov laid out his vision for a future socialist society in the initial “Program of the 
Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group,” originally published in 1884. Drawing on the 
works of Marx and Engels, in his first three points for the program, Plekhanov stated that, 
The economic emancipation of the working class will be achieved only by the 
transfer to collective ownership by the working people of all means and products 
of production and the organization of all the functions of social and economic life 
in accordance with the requirements of society. The modern development of 
technology in civilized societies not only provides the material possibility for 
such an organization but makes it necessary and inevitable for solving the 
contradictions which hinder the quiet and all-round development of those 
societies. This radical economic revolution will entail most fundamental changes 
in the entire constitution of social and international relationships.74 
 
In the above text, Plekhanov’s socialist future was one where the working people would free 
themselves from economic oppression, where society would be technologically advanced enough 
for such development to take place, and it was to be an international effort not just a socialist 
society for Russia.  
 In his early political career, Vladimir Lenin was heavily influenced by Georgy Plekhanov 
and the work done by the Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group, so much so that he, 
along with Yuliy Martov, helped form the League of Struggle for the Emancipation of the 
Working Class in 1897 in St. Petersburg. With the formation of the Russian Socialist Democratic 
Labor Party the following year and the party newspaper Iskra, first published in 1900, Lenin, 
Plekhanov, and Zasulich had become collaborators on the socialist future of Russia. However, as 
time passed divisions became clear between the new and old Marxists, especially Lenin and 
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Plekhanov. One clear division was who could be considered a member of the socialist party and 
who would bring the revolution to fruition. According to Jay Bergman, to Lenin, the socialist 
party was “an elite of hardened revolutionaries acting in what they thought to be the best 
interests of the proletariat.”75 Like Plekhanov, Lenin believed that the socialist struggle was an 
international one: “In the history of modern socialism this is a phenomenon, that the strife of the 
various trends within the socialist movement has from national [in Russia] become 
international.”76 However, unlike Plekhanov and Zasulich, Lenin believed that the revolution 
could not wait for a spontaneous awakening of the proletariat: “the task of Social-Democracy, is 
to combat spontaneity, to divert the working-class movement from this spontaneous, trade-
unionist striving to come under the wing of the bourgeoisie, and to bring it under the wing of 
revolutionary Social Democracy.”77 Spontaneity, in this context, refers to the rise of the working 
class due to an achieved level of consciousness. Lenin thought: 
In order to become a Social-Democrat, the worker must have a clear picture in his 
mind of the economic nature and the social and political features of the landlord 
and the priest, the high state official and the peasant, the student and the 
vagabond; he must know their strong and weak points, he must grasp the meaning 
of all the catchwords and sophisms by which each class and each stratum 
camouflages its selfish strivings and its real ‘inner workings’; he must understand 
what interests are reflected by certain institutions and certain laws and how they 
are reflected.78 
 
To Lenin, the proletariat could become a member of the party if one met the above requirements, 
however, this level of consciousness had to be achieved in a timely manner. For him, attention 
was to be devoted to “raising the workers to the level of revolutionaries; it is not at all our task to 
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descend to the level of the ‘working masses.’”79 Lenin clearly saw a difference between the 
workers and the revolutionaries in his piece “One Step Forward, Two Steps Back,” originally 
published in 1904. He asked, “Are we to build the Party on the basis of that already formed and 
welded core of Social-Democrats which brought about the Party Congress, for instance, and 
which should enlarge and multiply Party organizations of all kinds; or are we to content 
ourselves with the soothing phrase that all who help are Party members?”80 Lenin found distinct 
differences between those of the working class and those revolutionaries who he believed were 
the sole members of the socialist party.  
But what was the socialist party to Vera Zasulich? Party leaders like Plekhanov and 
Lenin certainly had explicit ideas and statements. For her, a conception of the socialist party and 
of a future socialist society was subtler and not explicitly stated, but if one examines her work, 
one will find her thoughts on the matter. In her articles published between the 1890s and the 
1900s, Zasulich promotes the notion that “a revolutionary party elevates the moral caliber of 
virtually everyone who participates in it, transforming intelligent but self-centered individuals 
like Turgenev’s Rudin into men who have such compassion for what she calls ‘the general and 
the great” that they become, in effect, living proof of the superiority of socialism.81  
In her article “Career of a Nihilist,” originally published in 1892 in Sotsial-demokrat 
Zasulich reviewed the Sergei Kravchinsky’s novel, Karera Nigilista. Zasulich analyzed 
Turgenev’s character Rudin who Zasulich thought personified the commitment to improving the 
general welfare of the public that was necessary for a future socialist society.  
…in a revolutionary organization all the weak and seamy aspects of Rudin’s 
character would recede and only the more splendid ones would remain. Conscious 
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of his own superiority in certain aspects of revolutionary action, he would be 
forced to recognize his inadequacies in many others. . . . The investment of all 
resources of an organization to the general good, and the intimate camaraderie 
which makes possible the kinds of sacrifices even the closest of friends cannot 
make for one another, eliminates from this world even the faintest trace of a 
personal struggle for individual survival.82  
 
In her analysis one hears her ideas of a socialist party. While a revolutionary was aware of his 
superiority to the working class, his investment of resources would be for the general good and 
toward the elimination of struggle at an individual level, which is not entirely different from 
what Lenin would promote later. One would pursue a future of collectivity that would no longer 
focus on the individual. According to Bergman, Zasulich’s vision of a socialist party was more 
than an association of like-minded individuals pursuing a common goal. A socialist party had the 
power to effect a moral transformation in those willing to put their personal needs and desires 
aside for the greater good of the revolution to come. She also considered a revolutionary party as 
an instrument of spiritual purification. Those in the socialist party were to be the example by 
which all would learn the humility which was essential if the socialist utopia was to be as moral 
as she imagined.83 
But, she made it very clear that this future would be unattainable without the proletariat. 
She stated that “…it must be made clear to the Russian people that without the working masses a 
revolution is unthinkable; it is necessary that bourgeois revolutionaries be convinced once and 
for all that any revolutionary movement which does not direct all its energies in the direction of 
acquiring mass support among the people is ‘abnormal’ and condemned to failure.”84 To 
Zasulich, the job of the revolutionaries was to lead the working masses to realize their full 
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potential. Only then, when every person was united under the ideas of socialism, would the 
revolution be possible and only then could the socialist future begin.  
Bergman argued that by analyzing Zasulich’s concept of a socialist party, one could also 
understand her vision for a socialist society. He thought that her conception of self-sacrificing 
and dedicated party members was essentially her idea of a socialist society in microcosm. The 
socialist party would simply expand into the socialist society once all of the moral virtues she 
placed on the party pervaded the entire proletariat. To Zasulich, these virtues were evident to all 
party members and would eventually become evident to all of Russian society. In her view, the 
party was an integral aspect of the socialist movement which is why she tried her best to rejoin 
the RSDLP after the split into the Bolshevik and Menshevik factions in 1903. She thought that 
fighting between party members jeopardized the chance at a revolution at all. If the 
revolutionaries could not reach the level of spiritual transformation necessary for the future of a 
socialist society, then how could they help the proletariat do the same?85 It would appear that 
Zasulich was able to envision such a party and such a society because she already lived her life 
the way she thought the socialists should. She had spent her whole life dedicated to the idea that 
all people deserved to be treated with respect and equality. To her there was no better way to do 
this than to build a party based on her morals which promoted the idea of the general good. If no 
one lacked for anything, then there would be a general happiness amongst all those who benefit 
from it. But, of course, this was not a future that ever came to fruition.  
With the split of the editorial board of Iskra, Zasulich sided with Martov and helped form 
the Menshevik branch of the party. She returned to Russia after the 1905 Revolution but no 
longer held the passion required to participate in revolutionary politics. As many other 
revolutionaries did, she supported the Russian government in 1914 for the war effort. Remaining 
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loyal to the Mensheviks, she opposed the October Revolution in 1917. With her death on May 8, 
1919, Leon Trotsky, whom she was friendly with during her time in London, stated that “She 
remained to the end the old radical intellectual on whom fate grafted Marxism. Zasulich’s 
articles show that she had adopted to a remarkable degree the theoretic elements of Marxism. . . . 
But the moral political foundations of the Russian radicals of the 70s remained untouched in her 
until her death.”86 
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Conclusion 
 While the story of Vera Zasulich could have been one about gender, it ultimately 
was not. The story of Zasulich was one of an ordinary person who was capable of extraordinary 
feats. Vera Zasulich remains to this day, almost wholly remembered for the radical terrorism of 
shooting General Trepov during her youth. While this moment created a clear shift in the 
political atmosphere of populist radicalism and the use of terror as an effective mode of 
propaganda, this moment was not an accurate representation of her as a person. In fact, what her 
comrades found most striking about her was that while she was certainly and intellectual person, 
she was also very humble, sincere, and simple as Lev Deich put it. A need to attract attention 
was completely absent from her character. What was more interesting was her character as a 
person, her need to not stand out, and her emphasis on morality throughout the many political 
shifts in her life.  
Despite involvement with hard-lined nihilists like Nechaev, time in prison and exile, 
constant shifting of political groups, and her own experience with attempted murder, Zasulich 
did not latch on to her fame. She despised it more than anything and even contemplated suicide 
based on her actions, the consequences her actions had on the development of terrorism as an 
effective tool for propaganda within the populist movement, and her lack of clarity on what her 
place in the revolution and her revolutionary ideas were. She herself stated that it was against her 
character and ideals to put harm to another human being, but because of Trepov’s lack of respect 
for humanity as a whole, she felt it was necessary to end his life and make him an example for 
the rest of Russian society. Vera Zasulich was a woman who took the golden rule to heart: do 
unto others as you would have done unto yourself. It was not that she was not simply softer than 
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the other revolutionaries, but she was someone who took care with her words and made sure that 
when she stood up for something that she never shed herself of her moralistic ideals.  
While she stood at the center of the populist and Marxist movements, she never fully 
abandoned her morals. It is true, Zasulich was not a political genius, but somehow she managed 
to garner the attention and respect of the most important political thinkers of her time. Instead of 
decisively rooting herself in any political party, she evolved at each stage of her political identity 
into a more developed version of herself never fully abandoning parts of her political self. While 
working with the Social-Democratic Emancipation of Labor Group her pamphlets and 
newspaper articles made it clear that what was important to her, and what she thought was 
important for the whole of Russia’s working class, was fairness and equality. The laborers 
deserved fair pay, reduced working hours, and time and freedom to develop themselves 
spiritually and intellectually through study.  
Zasulich’s final stage in her political evolution showed her vision for the socialist future. 
Her idea was that every person in the socialist party would be an inherently moral person. This 
meant that every party member would eventually shed him or herself of the concept of 
individualism. These party members would want nothing and need nothing because every effort 
of the party would be done in the name of the general good. Once this occurred, equality among 
all people could be met. This was not only the vision she saw for the party but for the future of 
the whole of the socialist society of Russia. Even though she was not a master of political theory, 
she was not the idol she was held up to be for her attempt on Trepov’s life, and she was not a 
true leader, she remained and integral part of the socialist party. How can a party grow without 
having average members who want nothing more than to help the cause? Vera Zasulich was 
nothing if she was not a moralist. The concepts of the party would not have mattered if she was 
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unable to inject humanity into it. Vera Zasulich revealed her true nature, not by participating in 
terroristic activity, but by adding the concepts of morality and respect for all human kind to all of 
the parties she helped over the span of her long political career. Zasulich could envision a party 
and society full of moral people because that was who she was. She was the perfect member of 
her idealistic socialist society. 
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